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When we started to create Ferocious Beauty: Genome over three years ago, I realized that we had set ourselves a curious challenge: to take a subject, genetics, and a form, modern dance, both of which can be difficult to understand, then to combine them into something that would be understandable. This paradox became a standing joke at the Dance Exchange as we researched and rehearsed the piece. It was with us as we generated ideas, talked to scientists and mediated all the information we gathered through our bodies. Along the way we came to understand a lot, not just about genetics, but about dance, not just about scientific method, but about artistic process. We learned how ideas come into being when scientists ask questions, and we also saw how structure, characters, and meaning can come to artists when they rattle around in someone else’s universe. 
 

I hope that some of the understanding we gained will communicate across the footlights. I also hope that your experience will be about more than just understanding: not knowing is as much a part of art and science as is knowing. In the interest of those goals, here are a few things you might want to know:  First, we didn’t do it all. Once we entered the very large realm of genetics, genomics, and developmental biology, we realized we had tumbled into a place far deeper and stranger than Alice in her fall down the rabbit hole.  I soon realized that this project could be about capitalism, or religion, or nutrition, or population control. It could be about race and identity, or about ethics, policy and professionalism.  It could be strictly about the mechanics of the genome, using dance to describe biological processes for those of us who cannot stomach dry lectures or thick textbooks.  It could be about the future and what the conflation of genomics, robotics, and nanotechnology might mean for the human race.  While Ferocious Beauty touches on a few of those topics, the piece is ultimately about some particular sparks of interest we discovered in our explorations and in the minds of people we encountered.  It poses some small and large questions, but it doesn’t attempt to seek answers to all of questions currently being generated by scientific research. No single work of art ever could. 
 

In choosing the subjects and sections that you see gathered in this work tonight, we employed an idea that I have come to call nonfiction dancing.  This is a way of developing and presenting content for a dance that parallels how one might read nonfiction (or at least how I read nonfiction): it allows for deep, absorbed comprehension, but also for skimming, and for a chance-based or what I call the I Ching approach: randomly opening to a page and picking up the thread wherever the eye falls.  Through this process we arrived at the same things a reader can gain from nonfiction: amazing stories, details, specificity, and the benefits of research that someone else has done for us.  
 

This material was filtered through the Dance Exchange’s unique method for making dances, a process in which the company members engage as full collaborators. These brilliant artists pursued research of their own, proposed particular content, and responded to assignments that we designed in order to generate movement, images and structures. In addition, we took some new approaches for this project. We spent many hours with scientists, on their turf and on ours. We used movement to form a language, making a direct translation of what we were hearing and reading. We asked the scientists to watch us for a while and do their own translating back to us. Ultimately we were doing what we always do to understand the incomprehensible: putting the questions in our bodies and sorting through the answers.  Out of the mass of material generated, we began a process of sifting, and the work assumed a shape in which selection and omission are critical.  Just as the author of a nonfiction book decides on what to include, how to sequence, and how to interpret, we reached beyond the facts – central though they are – to present what is actually a very subjective journey.
 

I have traveled this route before. Dances I made in the 1980s about current events and Russian history were fueled first by fact, and later by interpretation.  The dynamic also came up in Dance Exchange residency projects where we incorporated community histories into the dance, raising the questions of which story to tell, in what order, why and in whose voice.  In fact, I began to wonder if my job was to project the vision of our partnering hosts, just in a new way, or whether I was to find a more subjective recombination of ideas and spirits by way if our Dance Exchange process and performers.  
 

Knowing that we would face these challenges and being aware of the complexity of the subject we were tackling, I determined early on that Ferocious Beauty: Genome would incorporate some additional elements, designed to help convey information, carry feeling, and to shape the stage pictures and the structure of the acts. So the production you are seeing incorporates projected video and still imagery, a complex soundscape, and richly textured lighting. We were very lucky to be able to work with masters of these media: John Boesche, Logan Kibens, Darron L. West and Michael Mazzola. All masters of their respective media, they were true partners in shaping the form and content of Ferocious Beauty and made an incalculable contribution to the piece.  
 

In the end, I hope the performance is like a great nonfiction read. Although the structure of concert work means that you can’t exactly skim, I do think you can allow your attention to dive in and out and to meditate or rest in between. We have designed the piece to let the scientists speak for themselves, though subject to our editing. We chose the ideas to highlight through long conversations among ourselves, with the scientists and with the public, in settings that included academic seminars and work in progress showings.
 

So what, ultimately, will you experience in this essay in nonfiction dancing? Act One takes us into the laboratories of scientists, and offers a fantasia on some genetically-related themes from history and folklore. For Act Two, I selected three ideas I was interested in exploring away from the science laboratory: long life, selection and perfection, and the nature of ancestry. 
 

It could well have been many other stories; after all genomics touches everything.  But I chose these three and perhaps that is where nonfiction, curiosity, subjectivity, and fiction finally merge.
